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Dundas 1
Jessica Dundas

Seeking the Tomato: Encounters with Beauty in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were
Watching God and Zadie Smith’s On Beauty

When Zadie Smith was fourteen her mother gave her a copy of Zora Neale Hurston’s
Their Eyes Were Watching God, and she found herself reluctant to read it. But once she finally
did, she said, “three hours later I was finished and crying a lot, for reasons that both were, and
were not, to do with the tragic finale” (Changing My Mind 4). She assumed it would not measure
up to her standards of literature, but within the opening lines found herself quite mistaken. Janie
Crawford, the novel’s protagonist, showed Smith encounters with beauty, as Janie is
subconsciously following a Platonic search for beauty and recognizing that this search makes
beauty rather than herself the center of her world. In encountering this beauty, Smith herself was
removed from the center of her own world, able to recognize the beauty of this book she had
before rejected. Later when Smith wrote On Beauty her character Howard Belsey became the
inverse of Janie, rejecting the beautiful and then wondering why it kept trying to wedge its way
into his world. Thus while Janie allows beauty to take center stage in her life and distributes it to
those around her, Howard refuses to allow himself to be decentered and is unable even to feel
beauty. Because of Janie’s desire for beauty, she is able to find a happiness that Howard cannot
have until he acknowledges he has been wrong about beauty. Smith drew on and stole her title
from Elaine Scarry’s essay “On Beauty and Being Just,” who in turn drew much from Plato’s
philosophy on love and beauty, in order to examine Howard’s rejection of the beautiful which
Janie sought after so much.
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So then, to understand these characters, one may as well begin with Plato. In Symposium
Plato claims that “the ultimate good all men seek is happiness” (Warner 331). The word he uses
for “good” is the Greek καλός, which is translated most often as “beautiful,” but also means
“noble,” “fine,” and “good,” referring to both physical and moral traits. This good is something
greatly desired, desire being a translation of έρως, which “is normally a love of a thing in that
sense which involves desire for it” (330), hence it usually being understood as sexual love; here,
however, it is used in a broader sense as a desire for that which is good or beautiful, which in its
achievement brings “happiness,” a term that comes from εὐδαιμονία—perhaps better translated
as “human flourishing.” The trouble is, “we are aware that whatever happiness we achieve can
be but transitory, for we are mortal; we desire immortality but, at least in the most obvious sense,
we cannot attain it” (331). Attempts toward immortality lead the seekers/lovers to create more
beauty, whether that be physically in procreation or spiritually, “leaving in the world offspring of
their deeds and thoughts which bear the stamp of their personality” (331). This idea is captured
by Wittgenstein, who once wrote that “when the eye sees something beautiful, the hand wants to
draw it” (Scarry 3). This can be summed up as “beauty begets,” meaning that encountering
beauty causes one to attempt to create more of it. For instance, when artists see something
beautiful, they want to paint it; or, more explicitly, beauty “prompts the begetting of children:
when the eye sees someone beautiful, the whole body wants to reproduce it” (Scarry 4)—these
being attempts toward immortality.
Yet far from being self-centered, as such attempts toward immortality may appear, love
has the power to “transcend human finitude” when we look beyond the object of beauty to
recognize the same qualities in other objects. Beauty, then, becomes a form in Plato’s
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philosophy, of which we see only reflections. He portrays the quest for “absolute beauty” as first
progressing
from love of physical beauty in an individual to love of all physical beauty; then, love of
beauty in the soul leads to awareness of the beauty of activities, institutions, and sciences.
Upon surveying all these different kinds of beauty, one will be led to a glimpse of the
science whose object is absolute beauty. (Levy 286)
Thus it is that in “On Beauty and Being Just” Elaine Scarry claims that beauty creates an
“impulse toward distribution.” It requires replication (beauty begets), and causes a “radical
decentering” in which the self as beholder lets go of an “imaginary position as the center” (77)
and allows that which is beheld to take center stage. This makes the beholder vulnerable. It is
this that Janie experiences when she feels a “self-crushing love. So her soul crawled out from its
hiding place” (Hurston 128). Scarry reminds us that beauty is found in the particular. It is
“sacred,” “unprecedented,” and “lifesaving.” Once found in the particular beauty urges toward
distribution.
This is the framework in which Janie Crawford lives her life, though she might not be
able to outline the philosophy behind it. She has her first encounter with beauty beneath a pear
tree. It awakens in her a deep desire to find her own beauty, a search whose fulfillment would
bring flourishing:
She was stretched on her back beneath the pear tree soaking in the alto chant of the
visiting bees, the gold of the sun and the panting breath of the breeze when the inaudible
voice of it all came to her. She saw a dust-bearing bee sink into the sanctum of a bloom;
the thousand sister-calyxes arch to meet the love embrace and the ecstatic shiver of the
tree from root to tiniest branch creaming in every blossom and frothing with delight. So
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this was a marriage! She had been summoned to behold a revelation. Then Janie felt a
pain remorseless sweet that left her limp and languid. (Hurston 11)
Zadie Smith, when she read this, “had to give up the idea that Keats had a monopoly on the
lyrical” (Changing my Mind 4). The beauty of Janie’s language reflects the beauty she sees,
replicating it with her words, and Janie is so captivated by it that in turn Smith found her voice
captivating, giving an example of beauty begetting more beauty. Then Janie visited her garden,
“seeking confirmation of the voice and vision, and everywhere she found and acknowledged
answers” (11). Yet she couldn’t find a personal answer. So she tries to find it in the boy Johnny
Taylor. She had before thought him “shiftless,” but in spite of that prior dislike she decides “that
was before the golden dust of pollen had beglamored his rags and her eyes” (Hurston 12).
Impulsively she takes the first opportunity presented to her, and goes up to the gate and kisses
him. She has not known this desire before and wants him to be her answer, so “she views him in
a manner that is inconsistent with her knowledge of his character” (Awkward 19), through the
“pollinated air”—a fertile image used throughout the book to describe her encounters with
beauty.
Janie’s grandmother, Nanny, with whom she lives, saw this kiss “lacerating” her Janie,
and immediately confronted her, saying, “Janie, youse uh ‘oman, now,” which was a thought
“too new and heavy for Janie” (Hurston 12). Johnny had for a moment been Janie’s dream with
whom she was distributing beauty, but here Nanny was, deciding for Janie that she must get
married now, which “made Janie’s kiss across the gatepost seem like a manure pile after rain”
(13), the pollinated air now gone. Nanny’s expectation was that Janie have a proper husband who
will keep her safe. Michael Awkward explains Nanny’s reason behind the expectation, saying,
“as a result of her own slave experiences, Nanny has developed a rhetoric and a pattern of living
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that she deems appropriate for all Afro-American women” (22), which she herself hasn’t been
able to realize. So she marries Janie off to Logan Killicks: “The vision of Logan Killicks was
desecrating the pear tree, but Janie didn’t know how to tell Nanny that” (Hurston 14). She
doesn’t find any beauty in this relationship. In fact, even in Nanny’s eyes it is merely practical,
but she believes the union the best Janie can hope for, because in Nanny’s words Janie had with
Logan “uh prop tuh lean on all yo’ bawn days, and big protection, and everybody got tuh tip dey
hat tuh you and call you Mis’ Killicks” (23). The marriage gives security but cares nothing for
beauty and happiness, which were not things an African American woman of that time could
expect. Janie spends her time waiting “for love to begin” (22) but it never does. She had no way
to put into words her experience under the pear tree, only a deep sense that the desire it had
stirred in her heart was not met by this man. Janie is never satisfied with that and keeps searching
for beauty. She takes to standing by the gate waiting—for what she doesn’t know—and that’s
when she realizes that her “first dream was dead, so she became a woman” (25). She had hoped
that love would begin in her marriage, but it never did.
After Nanny passes away, Janie meets Joe Starks coming down the road and the
pollinated air returns to her. His shirt “with the silk sleeveholders was dazzling enough for the
world” (27). She says he “acted like Mr. Washburn” who was the white man on whose land she
was raised. On perceiving his beauty her immediate impulse was to catch his attention so she ran
to the pump and allowed her hair to fall down. By her beauty he is likewise captivated, and they
get to talking. He finds out that Killicks wants to put her to work, and he says, “A pretty dollbaby lak you is made to sit on de front porch and rock and fan yo’self and eat p’taters dat other
folks plant just special for you” (29). She wants more than just the good treatment Killicks has to
offer, and Joe here promises all that. He promises to make a wife out of her, not set her to work
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the way Killicks does. At first she’s hesitant, because “he did not represent sun-up and pollen
and blooming trees, but he spoke for far horizon” (29). She knows somehow he’s not the beauty
she’s seeking either, but his promises look much more like her dream than Killicks’, and so when
her husband asks her to come help move a pile of manure—a desecration of her pear tree
vision—and they get in a fight over it, she runs off with Starks without even divorcing Killicks
because she has glimpsed beauty with Starks that Killicks never had. Her understanding of
marriage didn’t include what she had with Killicks.
Joe Starks, however, was controlling of her beauty and did not feel the need to distribute
it. Joe Starks marches into Eatonville, an all African American town, with his newly married
young wife on his arm and a lot of money and builds a shop. The people elect him as their
mayor, and then ask for a speech from Mrs. Mayor Starks. But Joe gets up in front of them and
says, “Thank yuh fuh yo’ compliments, but mah wife don’t know nothin’ ‘bout no speechmakin’. Ah never married her for nothin’ lak dat. She’s uh woman and her place is in de home”
(43). He has claimed her beauty for his own and intends to keep it that way, which goes directly
against the impulse toward distribution that beauty is supposed to engender. Janie worries that
Joe’s position “keeps us in some way we ain’t natural wid one ‘nother” (46). But he only tells
her he feels his own success “makes uh big woman outa you” (46). Yet pretty soon he’s
“forbidden her to indulge” (53) in the gossip of the ordinary folk who sit on the porch (though
that was what he promised her), and has demanded that “her hair was NOT going to show in the
store” because he’s jealous of her beauty, for “she was there in the store for him to look at, not
those others” (55). At one point Joe bought an old mule so it wouldn’t be overworked anymore,
and Janie gave a little speech on how that was a “mighty fine thing fuh you tuh do,” to which the
townfolk said, “Yo’ wife is uh born orator, Starks. Us never knowed dat befo’” (58). Joe simply
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didn’t say anything to that, and continued to keep her stored up like some personal treasure. He
wouldn’t even let her go to the town’s funeral for the mule. “Why, Janie! You wouldn’t be seen
at uh draggin’-out, wouldja? Wid any and everybody in uh passle pushin’ and shovin’ wid they
no-manners selves? Naw, naw!” (60). He knows and is controlling the power of her beauty,
using it for the advantage of his own reputation. He separates her from the people, and when he
sees she’s sullen about that, he resents her for it. He provided for her well, but in the end his
position of power in the town got to his head and he ruled over her too. She gave up on her
search for beauty, withdrawing inside herself to protect herself from his manipulation.
Seven years into their marriage Janie has realized that “she had no more blossomy
openings dusting pollen over her man, neither any glistening young fruit where the petals used to
be” (72), language that hearkens back to her pear tree and the beauty she had been seeking. She
messes up dinner one night and he slaps her, which seems an overreaction. So she finally drops
the illusion she invented that he was the answer to her searching. Her gut feeling had been right,
that “he did not represent sun-up and pollen and blooming trees” (29). The initial beauty of the
relationship fades with the years. They wear Janie down, making her leave her hunt for beauty in
the dust. She and Joe have a fight in the store in which he insults her beauty and she insults his
manhood, and Joe feels that “Janie had robbed him of his illusion of irresistible maleness that all
men cherish” (79), so he strikes her and drives her from the store. After that he sleeps in a
different room. When he becomes sick he refuses to see her. Perhaps he is aware that he has lost
his beauty while she still retains hers. Finally, she gets into the room to tell him that he’s been
“too busy listening tuh [his] own big voice” (87), and then he dies. She ponders his life for a
moment,
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Then thought about herself. Years ago, she had told her girl self to wait for her in the
looking glass. It had been a long time since she had remembered. Perhaps she’d better
look. She went over to the dresser and looked hard at her skin and features. The young
girl was gone, but a handsome woman had taken her place. She tore off the kerchief from
her head and let down her plentiful hair. The weight, the length, the glory was there. (87)
She mourns for a while (as expected having been the great mayor’s wife), but eventually tells her
friend, “Let ‘em say whut dey wants tuh, Pheoby. To my thinkin’ mourning oughtn’t tuh last no
longer’n grief” (93). So she burned her headscarves and carried on with her hair down, free now
to be her beautiful self again, keeping the shop the same except when she’d sit out on the porch
and listen. But she was lonesome—her second attempt to realize the beauty she experienced
under the pear tree had not fulfilled her desire either.
Then in walks Tea Cake, who catches Janie’s eye with his sense of humor, embodying
the lifesaving-ness of beauty in the way he makes her heart quicken and “makes life more vivid,
animated, living, worth living” (Scarry 18). He is tall, looks familiar, and gives her a sly grin
with “his full, purple lips” (Hurston 95), waltzing in and teaching her to play checkers, which Joe
Starks hadn’t allowed her to play—in fact Joe had claimed Janie didn’t have the brains to play.
Her eyes linger on Tea Cake’s features, “getting little thrills from every one of his good points”
(96). After just this first encounter she felt “as if she had known him all her life” (99). He takes
her fishing at night, assuming she’ll come because of the way they have filled each other’s
minds. He invites himself over to her house, and he goes to the piano “without so much as
asking” (103) and plays and sings until she falls asleep, then combs her hair. When she asks him
where he got the comb, he says, “Ah brought it wid me. Come prepared tuh lay mah hands on it
tuhnight” (103). Her beauty had captivated him so that he couldn’t help himself. She doubts him
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often, swinging from being “lit up like a transfiguration”—a sort of transcending human finitude
by the experience of beauty—to feeling “buried under tons of cold futility” (105). But she gets
such pleasure from his company, and he’s so sincere in spite of his manipulation. He shows her
beauty again, and she comes back to life. She tells Pheoby that “he done showed me where it’s
de thought dat makes de difference in ages. If people thinks de same they can make it all right.
So in the beginnin’ new thoughts had tuh be thought and new words said. After Ah got used tuh
dat, we gits ‘long jus’ fine. He done taught me de maiden language all over” (115). But then he
pretends to be asleep in the hammock on the porch until she gets close enough then he pulls her
in with him. The town that never really knew or cared for Janie begins circulating gossip and is
upset about this pairing. They’re concerned he’s after her money (which a lot of other guys are);
but he doesn’t want her money. Pheoby warns her that marriage “always changes folks, and
sometimes it brings out dirt and meanness dat even de person didn’t know they had in ‘em
theyselves” (113), which Janie had seen unfold with Joe Starks, and so she responds that “Ah
done lived Grandma’s way, now Ah means tuh live mine. . . don’t keer whut it cost” (114). She
is finally shedding Nanny’s conviction that her marriage must provide for her materially before
there is love and beauty involved. Tea Cake has rekindled the desire for beauty in Janie, and her
search for happiness which she found in his beauty, though all the neighbors are saying this is a
bad idea and a very low match for Janie, who is older and has much more money than Tea Cake.
Janie and Tea Cake decided to act on the beauty they’ve found with each other, and she
hops on a train to meet him in Jacksonville and they get married. Things aren’t always smooth,
but they go to the Everglades and work in the fields. Tea Cake teaches Janie to shoot so they can
hunt together. People flood in to pick beans, and soon they settle into a routine, Tea Cake
working in the fields and Janie at home cooking. But he takes to popping by at odd hours, saying
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“de boogerman liable tuh tote yuh off whilst Ah’m gone” (132), so she teases him for getting
lonesome and goes out to work with him. Though she had money and came from higher class
thanks to Joe Starks, she was now donning overalls and trudging around in the muck with him
among the “common” folk. They had people over to their house every night playing dice and
telling stories, and here she was free to join in and laugh and talk with the rest. She’s more real,
partaking in everyday life rather than sitting around in a big empty house. She’s talking to people
and in this way able to create and distribute more beauty with them through sharing stories and
laughter. She’s no longer the inaccessible figure Joe Starks had made her out to be.
However, even this beauty is not invulnerable, and Janie is reminded of that when a girl
in the fields named Nunkie takes to flirting with Tea Cake. One day Janie catches the two of
them struggling in the cane. She confronts him, and that night they fight. The next morning, he
says the girl is nothing to him, but that Janie’s beauty is “something tuh make uh man forgit tuh
git old and forgit tuh die” (138). In this third marriage money doesn’t matter, position doesn’t
matter—just being together matters, and this little blip didn’t get in the way. But then the
experience is reciprocated when Tea Cake becomes jealous of Janie possibly having her head
turned by Mrs. Turner’s brother and he whips her, revealing his desire to demonstrate control
over her. “The way he petted and pampered her as if those two or three face slaps had nearly
killed her made the women see visions and the helpless way she hung on him made men dream
dreams” (147). He too wants to control Janie’s beauty, though perhaps to a lesser degree than Joe
Starks did. Both understand the power of Janie’s beauty and seek to keep it for themselves. This
leads them to do things that are unnecessary, as Janie wasn’t going to leave them. However,
Janie has found with Tea Cake something she never found with Joe: what she calls “self-
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crushing love” (128), a love radically decentering, in which Tea Cake becomes more important
to her than her own self. And it’s this she hangs onto through their ups and downs.
Janie’s beauty is not swept away with the hurricane and Tea Cake’s passing, for while
Tea Cake helped realize and distribute her beauty, it was not grounded in him. She returns to
Eatonville and the home she shared with Starks, where the women gossip on their porches and
the men stare at her still powerful beauty. When she goes into the house she finds it full of
memories of her time with Tea Cake, and she found that “he could never be dead until she
herself had finished feeling and thinking. The kiss of his memory made pictures of love and light
against the wall” (193). In her love he lives on, a glimpse of the immorality desired. She has
found the answer to her dream, and found that she is “full of that oldest human longing—selfrevelation” (7). Of this moment, Zadie Smith says,
These days “self-actualization” is the aim, and if you can’t do it alone you are admitting a
weakness. The potential rapture of human relationships to which Hurston gives
unabashed expression, the profound “self-crushing love” that Janie feels for Tea Cake,
may, I suppose, look like the dull finale of a “long, whiny, trawling search for a man.”
For Tea Cake and Janie, though, the choice of each other is experienced not as
desperation, but as discovery, and the need felt on both sides causes them joy, not shame.
(Changing My Mind 7)
The beauty she found in him had taken center stage, so that she is radically decentered and
finding beauty now in the world around her through his memory. And so “she pulled in her
horizon like a great fish-net. Pulled it from around the waist of the world and draped it over her
shoulder. So much of life in its meshes! She called in her soul to come and see” (193). Calling in
her soul echoes the way the self-crushing love made her soul crawl out of its hiding place. She
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wants to share this beauty she’s found with the world. When she returns to Eatonville and sits
down to tell Pheoby her story, Pheoby is “eager to feel and do through Janie” (7) because of
Janie’s beauty being distributed to Pheoby. Janie is not concerned about herself or the way she is
being perceived by nosy neighbors on their porches. Her soul has been decentered and become a
bystander gazing upon the beauty of the world, wrapped up in the happiness it has brought her.
Yet while Janie has demonstrated what it means to pursue beauty and become full of selfrevelation, Zadie Smith’s Howard Belsey portrays quite dramatically what happens when one
encounters beauty repeatedly and refuses to acknowledge it. Thus where Janie finds happiness
and is able to share it with those around her, Howard is unable to experience it until he
acknowledges that he has committed what Scarry calls an error in regard to beauty. Scarry
outlines these errors in two categories: 1) “the recognition that something formerly held to be
beautiful no longer deserves to be so regarded” and 2) “the sudden recognition that something
from which the attribution of beauty had been withheld deserved all along to be so denominated”
(11). This second error is clear in the life of professor of aesthetics Howard Belsey, the
protagonist of On Beauty, who though a Rembrandt scholar finds nothing beautiful about
Rembrandt’s work. He is a perfect example of how, according to Scarry, “the vocabulary of
beauty has been banished or driven underground in the humanities for the last two decades” (38).
This is the inverse of how Janie lived her life. Where she embraced the search for beauty, he has
intellectually rejected the idea that there’s pleasure in beauty. When the Belsey family goes to
hear Mozart’s Requiem, he falls asleep and remains unmoved, though his own son Jerome is in
tears. Then when it’s over, Howard jumps out of his seat ready to go, and derisively calls it the
“Christian sublime” (On Beauty 71). This rejection of beauty reveals itself in the manner in
which he gives his lectures. When Howard lectured on Rembrandt, he “asked his students to
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imagine prettiness as the mask that power wears,” claiming that “art is the Western myth” (155).
So he painted beauty in his mind as simply a front for power, and suspects it of manipulation.
This contrasts directly with Rembrandt’s own ideas of beauty, who sought to portray the beauty
of the ordinary in its imperfection. Rembrandt rejected the practice of idealizing the human form
in his paintings, rather painting common people with their flaws—showing the transcendent
reflected in the everyday. Howard misses this point completely and instead assumes the
appearance of beauty to be a mask for power. Perhaps that is why he rejects it, almost as though
beauty in itself isn’t a real thing. He has silenced his desire for that which is beautiful; he likely
considers himself in no need of lifesaving, as he has job security, and considers nothing to be
sacred or unprecedented—at least not intellectually.
He doesn’t pay attention to his own lectures anymore; they’re just rote as he’s set in his
ways and letting his thoughts wander. Later in another lecture on Rembrandt’s paintings Jacob
Wrestling with the Angel and Seated Nude, Howard asks, “What are we signing up to when we
speak of the ‘beauty’ of this ‘light’?” (252). He even uses air quotes, a mockery of the idea of
beauty. Yet one of his students, in pondering over Seated Nude felt that she could “even see her
own body contained in this body” (251), that Rembrandt had painted someone whose
imperfections had revealed something of what a woman is, turning away from the idealized
woman to show someone simply common whose body bore the “marks of living.” Howard
doesn’t consider this, however, and tries to say that Rembrandt is simply confirming “the ideality
of the vulgar” (252). He’s not even thinking about what he teaches anymore, as his book on
Rembrandt has “remained unfinished, strewn across the floor before his printer on pages that
seemed to him sometimes to have been spewed from the machine in disgust” (21). His rival
Monty Kipps simply shredded his attack on Monty’s writings, pointing out his mistaking one
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painting for another, which he tries to pass off as having been a casual enough mistake, but it “is
not as insignificant as he describes, and it demonstrates his essential indifference to art (29)”
(Itakura 33). Howard pays no attention to the details of his own area of study, which prevents
sharing the experience of the distribution of beauty with his students.
But this attitude doesn’t stay in the classroom, as his “inattentiveness to beauty in his
academic practice reflects his selfishness in everyday life” (Itakura 31), which is seen in the way
he treats his family. He describes his own wife and daughter as reminding him of “two of
Picasso’s chubby water-carriers” (On Beauty 12), which is rather not flattering. He’s not just
blind to the beauty of Rembrandt’s paintings, he’s blind to his own wife’s beauty, though it is
attested to throughout the book. He realizes that “he had grown shyer of Jerome” (30); he doesn’t
know how to talk to his own children. However, their names suggest that at one point he was
indeed attentive to beauty: Jerome was named perhaps for St. Jerome, the patron saint of
translators and librarians who was involved in the development of the canon of Scripture and
also concerned about transcendence, which would explain why Jerome believes Howard is
denying pleasure in beauty because “that would be dealing in transcendence” (237), suggesting
that if he ignores the gift he doesn’t have to acknowledge there might be a giver (perhaps from
his own perspective he wouldn’t have to admit to being wrong about beauty); and his daughter
Zora may have been named after Zora Neale Hurston herself, which would suggest that Howard
being aware of Hurston’s beauty meant to pass it on to his daughter. But by the time we reach the
Howard Belsey of the novel he has left that attention to beauty in the past. His kids talk about
how he won’t let Kiki “have a painting she likes in the house. Because of some deranged theory
in his head, everybody else has to suffer” (236). So they were allowed to have nothing that was
beautiful for the sake of being beautiful. Now his elder son Jerome has left the “liberal” ways of
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the Belseys behind, become a Christian, and studied under Howard’s rival; his younger son Levi
has adopted a street fashion that is incomprehensible to him; and Zora is getting herself involved
in the politics at his university. In these ways they’re acting out, seeking his attention, but he’s
not giving it because he’s too focused on himself.
This error concerning beauty leads Howard to act in ways that are “not only inattentive to
art but also morally corrupt” (Itakura 29). In the midst of Howard’s rejection of beauty, his friend
Claire decides to have an affair with him. When we see Claire thinking through the affair, she
doesn’t know why she did it. She says that “he was surprised by desire” (On Beauty 224) which
was an overwhelming reaction to beauty on his part, yet intellectually neither know why they did
it. They simply found themselves attracted to each other and didn’t understand what was going
on. And he doesn’t see why that’s a problem. He asks, “Why does the sex have to mean
everything?” (156). He doesn’t seem to have grasped the reality of the act. To remain consistent
with his refusal to accept beauty as real he is forced to deny Claire’s beauty as having a real
effect on him. When Kiki confronts him about this affair, he says “it’s true that men – they
respond to beauty . . . it doesn’t end for them, this . . . this concern with beauty as a physical
actuality in the world” (207). So he acknowledges that beauty has some sort of power in the
physical realm—in fact, he finds things to be as Simone Weil says they are: “what happens,
happens to our bodies” (Scarry 77)—but he is still rejecting it intellectually, and he seems to
acknowledge it more as sensuality than as real beauty.
Because of Howard’s refusal to admit he was in the wrong and his actions had
consequences, his relationship with Kiki is in shambles. Not only did he have an affair, he had it
with one of their friends, and it wasn’t just one night. During the time they’re not really speaking
to each other, she becomes friends with Carlene Kipps, wife of Monty Kipps, Howard’s worst
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academic rival. Carlene shows Kiki her beautiful paintings and talks about how “they’re the
greater part of [her] joy” (175). She introduces her to Maîtresse Erzulie, who is not only beautiful
but also symbolizes many things, “rather like all the Catholic saints rolled into one being” (175),
so that part of this painting’s beauty is due to its pointing toward something beyond itself, to
those virtues like love and purity which transcend the physical realm. This contrasts sharply with
the way Howard keeps things at home—allowing for nothing that is beautiful in itself—so that
Kiki spends more and more time with Carlene, enjoying the freedom of her company. They
decide that the quarrel their husbands have is not theirs, and so they are able to be close and to be
honest with one another. Their relationship is inexplicable to Howard, who is unwilling to
consider there might be something to Carlene besides being his rival’s wife and therefore
opposed to him.
When the Belseys receive news that Carlene has died, Kiki is upset and Howard doesn’t
understand. But Kiki’s distress shakes Howard out of his own world, and he agrees to go to
Carlene’s funeral, saying “Darling, I’m sorry. I didn’t know that you . . .” and then kissing her on
the temple, which was physically “the closest he’d been to her in an age” (276). His selfabsorption has weakened a little, allowing for Howard to have a second encounter with Mozart at
Carlene’s funeral and find himself deeply affected by a choir from Cambridge. He has “no time
to remind himself that he hated Mozart, nor to laugh at the expensive pretension of bussing down
Kingsmen to sing at a Wellesden funeral. It was too late for that. The song had him” (On Beauty
287). The beauty of the music brings tears to his eyes; he has rejected beauty for so long that
finding it here, caught off guard, he is overcome by it and reacts the same way Jerome had at the
beginning of the novel. He discovers, suddenly, that he was wrong about Mozart. Unable to
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handle that revelation, he ducks out of the church. He is still unwilling to admit his mistake on a
greater scale.
To escape the truth of that moment and avoid recognizing beauty, he goes to visit his
father, a working-class man from “a filthy East End slum” in London, “full of filthy people who
had tried to destroy [Howard] — not least of all his own family” (28). He had not visited his
father in four years, and finds the man exactly how he left him, “in his armchair, as usual. With
the telly on, as usual” (293). For Harold Belsey it seems life ended when his wife passed away
forty-six years before, and when Howard sat down on the sofa “he felt like he’d been sitting here
with Harry these forty years, the both of them still tied up in the terrible incommunicable grief of
Joan’s death” (295). So Howard must have gotten his unwillingness to face reality from his
father. In fact, during their conversation he thinks to himself, “four years ago, Harry surely
hadn’t meant to tell his only son that you couldn’t expect black people to develop mentally like
white people do. He had meant to say: I love you, I love my grandchildren, please stay another
day” (296). He blatantly refuses to accept the reality of his father’s actions and words. While
there Howard reflects on his father’s comments on his work back when he was having his first
pieces of criticism printed, on Piero Manzoni’s Merda d’Artista: “Shit in a jar? Why can’t you
write about somefing lovely, like The Mona Lisa?” (299). From the very beginning of his work
Howard was unwilling to like things. It’s part of his reputation at Wellington where he teaches,
as Victoria explains to him: his class “is all about never ever saying I like the tomato” (312). He
will not admit there is beauty that can be enjoyed. The art he teaches has no higher truth to it, no
pleasure to be gained from it, nothing life-saving about it.
Unfortunately, his stubborn denial of beauty does much more harm before he accepts his
error, and he is unable to comprehend that harm. In walks Victoria Kipps, daughter of his rival

Dundas 18
Monty but also first lover of his son Jerome: “In twenty years of teaching he had never set eyes
on anything like her” (255). This unprecedented beauty puts him under a “strange bondage,” and
eventually leads to his second affair because of the power she has over him. And she’s aware of
this power. Erskine comments on this, saying her generation “know how to use their bodies.
They understand their own power” (345). She uses the power she knows she has to manipulate
others into getting what she wants, thus embodying what Howard fears about beauty: that it is
simply a mask that power wears. And yet, when Victoria gets Howard, they’re both very drunk.
He never wanted that affair. Still, even knowing full well his own son’s prior involvement with
the girl, he takes advantage of her. Later she starts emailing him porn and arranges a meeting
with him at a hotel, and “he was feeling absolutely nothing” and yet he “felt himself too weak to
fight anyone who had resolved to have him” (379). Being conscious of her physical beauty she
manipulates it to get what she thinks she wants. In discussing her character, Gen’ichiro Itakura
says, “Victoria really becomes what Howard reduces her to” (32). When Victoria comes
storming into Howard’s office a bit later to break things off and demand her emails be destroyed,
she tells him “you just need to deal with the fact that you’re not the only person in this world”
(On Beauty 390). He has been acting as the center of his world, in which beauty does not urge
him toward distribution—he won’t even acknowledge beauty. Though she has largely been in the
wrong, here she is right that Howard must decenter himself from his world, and that is something
only understanding beauty can do.
That night he has a fight with Kiki, who tells him, “You don’t have any beliefs – that’s
why you’re scared of people with beliefs, people who have dedicated themselves to something,
to an idea” (392). She is probably far closer to the truth than Victoria was, that perhaps he acts
like he’s the only person in the world but that it’s because he doesn’t believe anything—having
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denied beauty—and he’s aware that considering someone else’s point of view endangers that and
will reveal his error. That’s when she tells him that what he’s done is real—and she doesn’t even
know about Victoria yet. She tells him, “When you hurt people, it’s real. When you fuck one of
our best friends, that’s a real thing and it hurts me” (394). Perhaps then Howard begins to
understand the impact of what he’s done.
However, he hasn’t turned around yet. His daughter Zora finds out about Howard and
Victoria and confronts him about it. At first he isn’t sure what she is referencing: “The Victoria
incident was so happily concluded in his mind that it was a mental stretch to remember that this
did not mean the incident was not a real thing in the world, capably of discovery” (432). What
Kiki tried to teach him had not stuck—he still wasn’t processing the physical realm as real. So
Zora goes to tell Kiki: “Howard begged her for a little more time. There was no more time”
(433). That’s the final straw for Kiki, and in spite of the ground they’d recovered since their last
fight, she breaks things off and moves out, with the kids under orders to keep her location secret
from him. Howard has a “forced sabbatical” (435) and things are “surely heading for a messy
divorce” (441).
During this time, he begins to notice what grows in their garden. He learns how to
recognize his children’s footsteps. He even learns how to make “an apple dish for every day of
the week” (435). The world seems to come alive as he pays attention to its beauty, and the
sabbatical has “brought with it a new knowledge of the life cycles of his house” (435). When he
goes to make a speech that could get him tenure, although it’s been obvious for a while his time
at Wellington is fading, he foregoes the suit and tie, wearing rather jeans and sandals and a
baseball cap. He finds himself conducting a lecture without his old notes, and he is rendered
speechless. So he shows his audience paintings by Rembrandt, and for the first time sees that
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these paintings are beautiful. When he looks into the audience he sees Kiki only, and he stops
resisting the power of beauty. His speechlessness hearkens to Janie discovering the “inaudible”
voice of beauty under the pear tree—it can’t be put into words. He comes finally to be
decentered by beauty, to know what Janie knew at least in part all along.
Both Janie and Howard feel the desire for that which is beautiful and the happiness which
comes from it; but unlike Janie who immediately set out in search of it, Howard denied it and
pretended even in the face of obvious evidence to the contrary that he was not affected. It was
not until he caused a lot of pain, had his wife leave him, and was forced into sabbatical that
Howard came to the same place as Janie, radically decentered and attempting to distribute the
beauty he saw to the world around him. Janie returns home full of self-revelation, certain of her
place in the world as one who desires and distributes beauty, keeping the memory of Tea Cake
alive and thus getting a glimpse of immortality. Howard’s experience, while rather impoverished
in comparison because he rejected beauty for so long, leads him also to a place of self-revelation
where he recognizes beauty and finally lets go of his imaginary position as the center. He
becomes vulnerable, just as Janie was vulnerable in her “self-crushing love.” In the end Janie and
Howard together show what it means to desire that which is good or beautiful and in its
achievement receive happiness.
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